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Parenting According to Plan
As you might remember, “KAHNversations” is the term used for these columns as well as for presentations to parents. The topic of one of this week’s presentations was “Parenting According to Plan.” It coincided with difficult winter weather here in Minnesota, and as a result, a very small turnout. In fact, instead of a microphone and podium, the four parents who were brave enough to attend and I sat at a table and were able to have an intimate conversation about parenting. We ended up talking about how it is harder to parent according to plan than it is to come up with the parenting plan itself. Let me tell you how that happened.
The parents took turns bringing up challenging moments in parenting and then we would discuss the best approach to use. One parent talked about rude backtalk from her 10-year-old. Another brought up a recent car ride with her children fighting with each other in the backseat. One described a sixth-grader who said he “didn’t care about school.” 
You get the idea: normal, everyday moments with children. The kinds of times that can lead to frustration and hurt feelings, or that can provide us with opportunities to connect with our children and teach important lessons.
In each case, the parenting plan was the easy part. Whatever they do, we forgive them instantly, discipline with reassurance, and protect the connection. We pick our battles, give them a consequence, remind them about what is important in our family, and then we give them a hug and make them dinner! We say something like: “Not the end of the world sweetheart, lots of kids your age make this kind of mistake.” Or: “We’ll let through this together. That’s what parents are for.” For sibling problems, we avoid taking sides. If we cannot stay out of it altogether, we refrain from asking the “who did what first” questions, and simply give them both the same timeout or consequence. If they are 10, we remember that they are probably acting like a 10-year-old and we work at not judging them. The hard part is not coming up with the plan; it is being able to parent according to it. 
In turn, the parents talked about what it was about themselves that made it hard to parent with calmness and patience. One parent finds it hard to remember how powerful age is as a determinant of her children’s behavior, and then becomes impatient with how long it takes them to progress. Another parent worries so much about the future that she overreacts to the ordinary age-appropriate mistakes her children make, causing more damage than their mistakes ever would. The parent of the underachieving sixth-grader was so busy nagging and reminding and organizing him that she couldn’t see that she was preventing him from developing the skills and values he would need to be successful in his future academic career. 
And aren’t we all pretty much the same. We worry (and then are unable to parent according to plan). We judge (and then are unable to parent according to plan). We intrude (and then are unable to parent according to plan). The plan itself is not so hard to come by. It is our ability to look inward and parent insightfully that is difficult and requires our focused attention. 
May we put our efforts into being the best parents we can be, rather than fighting and reacting and worrying and rescuing in misguided attempts to help them become the best they can be. 
As always I welcome your feedback (stevekahn@comcast.net). To read the other articles about children and parenting, please check out www.drstevekahn.com. 
